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Prickly Pear. The Social History of a Plant in the Eastern
Cape, by William Beinart & Luvuyo Wotshela. 2011. Johan-
nesburg, Wits University Press. Price: R243. Pp. 268. ISBN:
978 1 868 14 530 0.
The control of alien and invasive plants has long been the
centre of much debate, driven by personal value systems and
perceptions of benefits and costs. This is typified by the
century-long controversy over the introduction, use and
control of the prickly pear and, in many respects, this continues.
The ‘prickly pear’, a name often used when generally
referring to a wide range of Opuntia species (although
scientifically applicable to Opuntia ficus-indica), was introduced
into South Africa in the 1700s and became a plant of special
significance in the Eastern Cape. Most people in the region
had a personal association with the Opuntia, using the fruit for
a wide variety of purposes and the plant itself for animal
fodder and for hedges. Following its wide dispersal for these
purposes, the rapid invasion and environmental transforma-
tion that was visible across large areas led to calls to control
the plants. Thus began the debates on the costs and benefits of
the miracle plant or major invader that continue into the
present.
The authors of this book are historians, not scientists.
William Beinart is Rhodes Professor of Race Relations at the
University of Oxford, and his research focuses on southern
Africa, particularly the environmental history of the region.
Luvuyo Wotshela is a lecturer in Historical Studies at the
University of Fort Hare, Eastern Cape. Within the context of
the region’s social history, the authors draw on documentary
evidence, interviews and personal observations, exploring the
prickly pear from a number of perspectives: local knowledge,
use and brewing, experiments for fodder and commercial use,
spread dynamics, political debates around reasons and
methods of control, biological control (which incidentally in
South Africa celebrates its centenary in 2013), and the revival
of the prickly pear as a cultural icon and for supplementary
food and income-generation. The book spans a long period
and thus naturally several socio-political eras, and it shows
how interest in the prickly pear waxed and waned with the
changing times. The authors provide an in-depth and enga-
ging review of the literature surrounding the prickly pear.
They also provide insights from numerous interviews; the
oldest person interviewed being born in 1908. They also spoke
to many farmers from rural areas, owners of small and large
agricultural farms as well as people who attended or were
involved in the Uitenhage Prickly Pear Festival. Among their
informants were various scientists, notably Dr Zimmermann,
a leading expert on the prickly pear who is both a biocontrol
practitioner (in general) and a promoter of prickly pear
utilization. These interviews provide for interesting discussion
on perceptions from a broad spectrum of society with interests
in the prickly pear.
The introduction sets the scene with the sub-headings
‘‘Useful plant or dangerous invader’’, ‘‘Bio-invasions and
plant transfers’’, and ‘‘Prickly pear, plants and knowledge’’.
The social and historical aspects of the book are well
developed, with the authors providing deep insight into,
and understanding of, the archival material which they
contextualise within the overall topic and within the
social-political climate of each era. The discussion on biologi-
cal invasions is, however, weaker. The impression is created
that invasion ecologists are adverse to all introduced species.
While there are widely ranging opinions and approaches,
much of the field of invasion biology focuses on risk
assessment of new species likely to become invasive and on
those species that are invasive and highly damaging: those
that impact on biodiversity and the ecosystem services that
are derived from these, or that have economic, agricultural
and human health consequences. The chapters on the
introduction, spread, perceptions, control and use of
the prickly pear are fascinating. The revival of interest in the
use of the prickly pear provides a number of case studies that
indicate the potential benefits of utilising ‘cactus pear’, a name
now suggested for the spineless prickly pear cultivars.
The book is generally well written and provides a compre-
hensive overview of the many complex issues surrounding
the prickly pear, over a long and culturally evolving period.
The illustrations and text boxes give worthwhile additional
information, and the photographs provide illuminating visual
aids of past and current scenarios. The book does perhaps
focus in too much detail on some aspects that, while
interesting and useful, are relatively peripheral to the overall
theme. For example, the authors give the exact procedure of
how various beverages are prepared and jams made (exclud-
ing the few interesting recipes provided in the appendix).
There is also a sense of repetition through the book, and of
jumping backwards and forwards. There are also some
sentences or paragraphs that are quite confusing. For exam-
ple, ‘‘Unterpertinger introduced bats for cochineal control 
they were also being used for mosquito control in the Kruger
national park.’’ (p.205); no bats have been introduced to the
Kruger National Park for mosquito control and the context of
the statement is unclear. (These detractions are not, however,
so tedious as to impede easy reading.) Moreover, the end-
notes are not consistent which, while not affecting reading,
should have been given more careful attention. For example,
some references either include the surname only, initials and
surname or names in full or not, and in some cases the same
author is referenced in different formats. Scientific names are
not always in italics.
As this book describes, many vast impenetrable thickets of
prickly pear have been controlled and the abundance
significantly reduced. Although many large chemical control
campaigns were initiated, these seldom lasted longer than a
few years, and the long-term control efforts were realised
largely through the use of the biological control agents,
cochineal (Dactylopius opuntiae) and Cactoblastis moth
(Cactoblastis cactorum). The prickly pear is still an important
plant in many, often rural, communities, where it is sought
after for fruit sales and other uses. It is also being increasingly
researched to provide a viable commercial crop. The ‘‘wild
varieties’’ of prickly pear are still listed in legislation as
requiring compulsory control wherever they occur. However,
with the successful control and maintenance provided by the
biocontrol agents, it is unlikely that the kinds of invasions
witnessed several decades ago will ever reappear. This begs
the question posed by the authors and supported by
prominent scientists, of whether the species should be
deregulated, or the regulations at least amended, to allow
use of a potentially valuable resource.
The book is extremely interesting, and is likely to be so for a
wide audience. This includes those interested in the history of



































may be reminiscent of childhoods spent gathering and
gorging on the fruit; those keen to understand the complex-
ities of one of South Africa’s earliest introduced, useful,
invasive and managed species; applied entomologists and
biocontrol scientists; those with an interest in alien and
invasive species; and those involved in the renewed and
growing interest in cactus pear for commercial cultivation.
Llewellyn Foxcroft
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